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ABSTRACT

Harmony is the musical element that truly distinguishes Western music from other kinds
of music around the world. This is the vertical aspect of music that results when two or more
pitches are heard simultaneously. The type of harmony that has formed the basis for most music
over the past few centuries is known as tonal harmony. Tonal harmony involves having a tonal
center, using major and minor scales, and using tertian chords that are related to one another and
to the tonal center in various ways.
There was a period of time when tonal harmony and its principles were practically the
sole basis for all compositions of Western music. This era, known as the common practice
period, took place roughly from 1650 to about 1900. Once the twentieth century began, serious
composers developed a very strong interest in post-tonal harmony. Tonal harmony still existed
during the twentieth century, and it still widely exists today. However, the reason the common
practice period ended around 1900 is because that is when composers began to look for different
and newer ways to make their compositions stand out, and many did this through the use of
post-tonal harmony.
The traditional tonal system was stretched to its limits for over two centuries, and that is
when composers began to look for alternative ways to go about composing and organizing their
music. They attempted to modify many of the basic elements of music, such as scales, chord
structures, harmonic succession, and texture. Post-tonal music refers to music composed since
the general decline of tonal harmony that does not follow traditional tonal conventions. It also

5

collectively refers to the various approaches and styles that have been adopted since the common
practice period.
There was an important art movement that was already taking place as tonal harmony
began to decline. This movement is known as Impressionism, which was a term that applied to a
style of painting that developed in the late nineteenth century. Artists of this movement sought to
evoke certain moods and atmospheres, and they used light and color in ways that were
considered nontraditional. Once the nineteenth century was coming to an end, composers became
influenced by the concept of impressionism, and they became fascinated with the idea of
depicting colors and images through sound. These composers realized that the best way to do this
would be to turn away from the more formal procedures of tonal harmony.
Two of the most influential and celebrated composers of Impressionist music are Claude
Debussy (1862–1918) and Maurice Ravel (1875–1937). These two composers, best known for
their piano works, were craftsmen that were able to compose pieces of music that were truly able
to convey certain moods and depict specific images. While most of their compositions have a
tinge of tonality, these works still manage to break away from the traditional principles of tonal
and functional harmony. The harmonic approaches of these two composers are what enabled
them to portray all sorts of colors and images, and their harmonic choices are what made them
two of the most distinctive composers of post-tonal and Impressionist music.

To the next generation of musical theorists,
Lennon J. Ashton
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CHAPTER I: IMPRESSIONISM

BRUSH STROKES, COLOR, AND SHADES OF LIGHT
The late nineteenth century was a historical turning point for the arts in Western
civilization. It was the early 1870s when a painting by Claude Monet (1840–1926) ultimately
resulted in a movement that began a series of modern artistic movements. These movements
were important because of how they changed styles of art and the attitudes that people had
toward these new styles of art.

Figure 1.1: Portrait of Claude Monet.
In 1872, Claude Monet created an oil-on-canvas painting titled Impression, soleil levant
(see Figure 1.2). This painting is a depiction of the port of Le Havre, which was Monet’s

7

hometown. In this piece of art, Monet juxtaposed various colors on the canvas instead of mixing
them. This allowed him to portray the image of an early sunrise. The foreground of this work
features the reflection of the sun on the water along with some rowboats, while the background
depicts some cranes, ships, and smokestacks that blend into the misty blue-gray background and
reddish sky.1

Figure 1.2: Impression, soleil levant.
In 1874, Monet entered this work in an artistic exhibition that took place in Paris. There
was one critic, by the name of Louis Leroy, who decided to headline his satirical review in the
newspaper Le Charivari as “Exhibition of the Impressionists.” Leroy used the title of Monet’s
painting against him, while simultaneously coining a term that would end up encompassing an
entire artistic movement – impressionism.2
The French artists of the late 1800s, known as Impressionists, had some specific
intentions with regard to how they went about portraying and depicting things in their works of
1

Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, 767.
2
Randel, Don Michael. The New Harvard Dictionary of Music. Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 1986, 391.
8

art. When it comes to the works of Monet, it is often a challenge to distinguish between the
background and foreground, as these are often blurred together. This feature allows the observer
to concentrate more on the overall impression that they are getting. It was common for Monet to
use starkly contrasting colors and minimal brush strokes in his works. This leaves it up to the
viewer to blend the colors and fill in any missing details from their own mind. When it came to
Impressionist works of art, something as simple as light and its visual effects on an object could
be seen as the subject of a painting.3
There were many other significant Impressionist painters besides Claude Monet. Other
notable ones include Pablo Picasso, Paul Cézanne, and Georges Braque. Each and every
Impressionist painter had an individual style when it came to their artistic works, and they each
sought to extend their ideas in any unique and creative ways possible.
There are many characteristics that are pivotal to Impressionist works of art. The French
Impressionists were determined to convey sensuous impressions from nature, and they sought to
capture an instant in time in their paintings. This allows observers to perceive an image before
their reason can process it into emotions. Some of the main focuses of Impressionist painters
were color, light, and atmospheric conditions. Many of these painters often incorporated smoke
and haze into their works. These qualities allowed them to blur any images in their paintings,
which allowed them to convey impressions of a scene rather than a precise visual depiction.4
Impressionist paintings have stood the test of time, and they are widely embraced and
celebrated to this day. An interesting thing to note is that these works were not well-received at

3

Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, 770.
4
Randel, Don Michael. The New Harvard Dictionary of Music. Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 1986, 391.
9

first, which should be evident by Louis Leroy’s mocking review of Monet’s work. People were
reluctant to support the changes and shifts that took place in art, and many considered
Impressionist painters as artists that lacked skill and avoided traditional aesthetics. Despite the
initial reluctance to embrace such artists and paintings, impressionism began a revolution that
provided people with fresh ways to create, observe, and think about paintings. Impressionism is
also the artistic movement that led to the development of other movements such as surrealism,
expressionism, and abstract art.5 Artists from the Renaissance through the Romantics were
focused on creating paintings that were coherent, alluring, and enticing. On the other hand, the
Impressionists were keen on creating works that were deeply engaging and required the viewer
to use their own mind to interpret the paintings. Impressionism was one of the most significant
movements in Western civilization and culture, and it had a major impact on art, literature, and
music.

THE BIRTH OF ILLUMINATED TIMBRES
Around the turn of the nineteenth century into the twentieth century, the music of Western
civilization experienced some notable and remarkable changes and developments. These
transitions would ultimately have an impact on the ways composers went about composing their
works, and the styles of music that were introduced and presented to society. The early twentieth
century was an important time period because of the rapid changes that occurred in music, the
arts, technology, and society. In fact, the time period between the Paris Exposition and the end of

5

Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, 771.
10

World War I in 1918 was so unique and revolutionary that people still consider the music, art,
and literature of this time as modern.6
The late 1800s presented the composers of this time period with some serious challenges.
For one thing, there was practically a permanent classical repertoire that was already established.
Because of this, older works were considered classics that were worthy of being repeated. This
left little room for new music to be accepted into the classical repertoire. Another challenge was
that the traditional system of tonal harmony was being stretched to its limits, and composers
sought alternative ways to go about organizing and creating their works.
The modernist composers of the late nineteenth century were determined to secure a
place in the permanent classical repertoire, and they knew that they would need to offer
something new to musicians and audiences to successfully make their works stand out as
contemporary classics. While there were composers that continued to write tonal music, many
were devising systems to go about organizing pitch. Some of these new methods included
polytonality, neotonality, atonality, and twelve-tone methods. It was during this time that there
were competing styles of music as well, including impressionism, expressionism, neoclassicism,
minimalism, and neo-Romanticism.7 French modernists even drew elements from their national
heritage to differentiate their music from the works of their German contemporaries.
Modernist composers knew the type of criteria that needed to be met in order for musical
works to be deemed as classics. For instance, such works needed to be of high quality and have
an overall serious nature. Furthermore, these works had to be rewarding for both performers and
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Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, 765.
7
Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, 763.
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listeners. Classics would also have lasting value, and they would depict the distinctive musical
personalities of those who composed these pieces. When it came to the modernist composers,
each had different viewpoints regarding what traditional musical elements should be kept and
what elements should be completely altered. The general name for the music composed after
1900 that did not adhere to tonal practices and used new ways to go about organizing pitch is
known as post-tonal music. The first generation of modernists were born between 1860 and the
mid-1870s. Such composers, including Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel, focused on
composing both tonal pieces and post-tonal works of music.8
Composers looked at the basic elements of music when determining how to modify them
to create something new, distinctive, and intriguing. Some of these basic elements include scales,
chord structures, rhythm, meter, musical texture, and harmonic succession. Essentially, there
were two paths that post-tonal composers took when creating their works. There were the ones
who employed principles of ultra-chromaticism, and there were others who wanted to avoid
excess chromaticism in their music.9 Those who explored chromaticism more intensely led to the
development of the twelve-tone system. Those who avoided excess chromaticism looked into
music from before the tonal era of music, also known as the common practice period.
Throughout the twentieth century, the compositional approaches that composers were
taking led to a plethora of musical styles and practices. This musical expansion occurred at a
very rapid rate, and this makes it a challenge for musicians to codify and distinguish different
pieces of music from the 1900s. There was a variety of styles of music and prevailing trends

8

Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, 779.
9
Kostka, Stefan M., et al. Tonal Harmony: with an Introduction to Post-Tonal Music. 8th ed.,
McGraw-Hill, 2017, 463.
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throughout the nineteenth century, and this is why the various approaches that were used by
composers since the common practice period are collectively referred to as post-tonal music. The
birth of the new approaches and theoretical techniques for composing enabled composers to
create such captivating pieces of music that we now consider classics in the classical repertoire.

THE EFFECTS OF IMPRESSIONISM ON MUSIC
The development of impressionism in the visual arts and the rise of modernism could be
seen as catalysts for analogous styles in other media, including literature and music. Modernism
refers to the art, literature, and music from the late 1800s through the 1900s. The creators of
modernism had the desire to create innovative and distinctive art while preserving links to
tradition. Emulation of past classics was something that the modernists kept in mind throughout
their creative processes.10 One of the most important artistic movements of modernism is
expressionism. This refers to music from the early 1900s that avoided traditional forms of beauty
to express deep personal feelings through the use of extreme dissonance, angular melodies, and
exaggerated gestures.11 The modernist artistic movements had a profound influence on music,
and there were many parallels to impressionism, expressionism, symbolism, and cubism.
Impressionism is a term that was first used to refer to a style of painting that developed in
France in the late nineteenth century. This term is associated with Claude Monet and his
contemporaries. When it came to Impressionist painters, they sought to use the aspects of color,
light, and shade to evoke certain atmospheres and moods. Clarity and design were no longer the
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Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, A11.
11
Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, A7.
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primary focus in works of art. Instead, there was a shift from expression to suggestion.12 There
was a reflection of impressionism in music when composers began to turn away from the
traditional and formal procedures of tonal harmony. Impressionist music could be seen as a
reaction to the German Romantic art of the late nineteenth century. Impressionist composers took
the musical elements of harmony, rhythm, and instrumentation in order to depict the colors that
they were so fascinated with.13
The central figures of Impressionist music were Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel.
People found many similarities between their compositions and the paintings of the Impressionist
artists. Similar to the paintings, the musical compositions of Impressionist composers were
initially dismissed by listeners. People were reluctant to embrace a change and shift from tonal
music to a new style of music. Claude Debussy himself did not like the term ‘impressionism.’ In
1908, he wrote to the publisher Jacques Durand about his take on how his music was being
labeled. He wrote, “I am trying to make something new—realities, as it were: what imbeciles
call ‘impressionism.’”14
Writers and listeners tried to come up with ways to go about labeling the musical works
of composers such as Debussy and Ravel. Many writers, especially in Germany, sought to come
up with a more precise definition of impressionism that could distinguish the similarities and
differences between the paintings and compositions. These writers looked into the fundamental
attitudes and aspirations of the artists and composers that were considered Impressionistic. Some
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Kirby, F. E. A Short History of Keyboard Music. The Free Press, 1966, 380.
Kostka, Stefan M., et al. Tonal Harmony: with an Introduction to Post-Tonal Music. 8th ed.,
McGraw-Hill, 2017, 464.
14
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of the terms that were used were impressionism, expressionism, romanticism, symbolism,
exoticism, nationalism, and pointillism. While these terms are each different in their own right,
they all serve a similar goal: to refer to music that breaks loose from the pedantic formulas and
techniques of tonal harmony.15
Debussy and Ravel’s compositions are known as Impressionist pieces of music, which is
an analogy to Impressionist paintings. However, symbolism might be a better way to label his
music with more accuracy. During his lifetime, Debussy was friends with many symbolist poets,
and he used the text of symbolist poets for some of his dramatic compositions and songs.16 Both
impressionism and symbolism share the trait of possessing detached observation. While
Romantic music would express deeply felt emotions, the compositions of Debussy and Ravel
evoke different feelings, atmospheres, scenes, and moods. When it comes to symbolist works of
literature, the typical syntax tends to be disrupted. The works of Debussy and Ravel are similar
in that they avoid using the harmonic chord progressions that were used during the common
practice period.
With Impressionist pieces of music, the listener is drawn to the various images that the
composition is attempting to depict and portray. Composers of these pieces would create color
and imagery through the use of unique harmonies, motives, exotic scales, and instrumental
timbre.17 Juxtaposing such musical elements enabled them to create distinctive and colorful
works of music. For instance, the motives of Impressionist pieces did not always develop.
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Instead, they would repeat with some slight changes and variations to provide the listener with
different perspectives. Furthermore, there was not such a strong focus on resolving dissonances
in their typical manners. Also, parallel motion of sonorities became embraced by Impressionist
composers. While instrumental timbres are useful in creating some color in a piece, these are
more inherent to the musical content of Impressionist works to truly convey the sense of various
vibrant colors. It goes without question that impressionism was one of the most significant
movements in the arts of Western civilization, and it had a profound influence on the path that
music took going into the twentieth century.
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CHAPTER II: CLAUDE DEBUSSY AND MAURICE RAVEL

THE LIVES OF DEBUSSY AND RAVEL
By the time the late Romantic period came around, composers were looking to find ways
to create pieces of music that would make their way into the permanent classical repertoire. They
sought to have their own personal style that was distinct from their predecessors while also
maintaining some of the aspects of French tradition. It can be said that the two most noteworthy
composers of the early twentieth century were Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel.
Debussy and Ravel found many ways to create color and depict images in their
compositions. Both of these composers are considered a part of the first generation of modernist
composers.18 To create their works, they absorbed the musical elements that were successful in
the past while also composing music that represented their national identity. At the same time,
they were each trying to create music that was considered new, individual, and distinctive.
Claude Debussy was born on August 22nd, 1862 in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, France. He
lived in a suburb of Paris with a middle-class family. He began studying piano and composition
at the Paris Conservatoire when he was just ten years of age. In his early adulthood, he worked
for Nadezhda von Mecl, who was Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s patron. It was during this time that
he had the opportunity to travel to Russia. While in this country, he came across the
compositions of Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov and other Russian composers that influenced his style
of composing and orchestrating.
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Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, 799.
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Figure 2.1: Portrait of Claude Debussy.
In 1884, Debussy won the coveted Prix de Rome for his composition L’enfant prodigue
(The Prodigal Son), which was a scène lyrique and cantata in one act. This accomplishment
earned him a scholarship to the Académie des Beaux-Arts, as well as a four-year residence at the
Villa Medici, which was the French Academy in Rome. When Debussy came back to Paris in
1887, he developed some friendships with artists and symbolist poets. During the next two years,
he took a trip to Bayreuth, Germany to hear the operas of Richard Wagner. However, he wanted
to circumvent becoming too influenced by such works.19
During the final decade of the 1800s, Debussy lived in Montmartre with a woman he fell
in love with named Gabrielle Dupont. It just so happened that this Bohemian neighborhood he
19

Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, 792.
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was living in was a center in Europe for contemporary artistic movements. The 1890s was the
time when Debussy began to compose his early piano music, a series of songs, and the tone
poem for orchestra titled Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun. The work that really enabled him to
become well-known and respected was the opera Pelléas et Mélisande. This opera was
premiered in Paris by the Opéra-Comique at the end of April 1902. This was the only opera that
Debussy completed, and it is regarded as a milestone in twentieth century music. Along with
being a composer, Debussy was a music critic, and he earned an income from doing this.
By the end of the 1890s, Debussy left Gabrielle Dupont for another woman named Lilly
Texier, and they married in 1899. However, five years later, he fell in love with a woman named
Emma Bardac. The two of them had an extramarital relationship together. They had a child in
1905, and they married in 1908. Debussy was something of a womanizer, and this was a
personality trait of his that was not conveyed so much in his pieces of music.
By the early 1900s, Debussy was considered France’s leading modern composer.20 Many
of his works became embraced, and they entered the standard classical repertoire. Some of his
better known orchestral works are La mer and Trois Nocturnes, and some of his important piano
works include Suite bergamasque, Estampes, Deux arabesques, Images, and his twenty-four
Préludes. Debussy struggled later in his life due to depression as a result of World War I, and
from being diagnosed with cancer in 1914. However, he produced some more works during the
final years of his life, such as his twelve piano Études and his three chamber sonatas.
Debussy had a profound impact and influence on his contemporaries and future
generations. Musicologists have considered Debussy to be both a late-Romantic figure, as well

20

Burkholder, J. Peter, et al. A History of Western Music. 9th ed., W.W. Norton & Company,
2014, 792.
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as an Impressionist and modernist composer.21 The first generation of modern composers were
known to use aspects of both nineteenth-century and twentieth-century music when composing
their pieces. Debussy found many ways to create such beautiful sounds and to depict such
delicate colors. Characteristics of his music include the careful use of instrumental colors and
timbres, nonclimactic melodies that circled around a single note, colorful harmonies, complex
textures, and continuously evolving forms.22 All of these techniques and elements made him one
of the most vital figures of twentieth century music. Claude Debussy passed away from colon
cancer on March 25th, 1918 in Paris, France, at the age of 55.
Maurice Ravel was the other main composer of Impressionist music. Born in Ciboure,
France on March 7th, 1875, Ravel was a pianist and composer who spent most of his life in
Paris. His most representative and significant works were his solo piano compositions, which he
stopped composing around 1917.23 This was due to the death of his mother and the distress he
was suffering during World War I. Ravel did return to the instrument later in his musical career,
during which time he wrote two concertos in 1931. One of these concertos was composed for
piano left hand, and this work is still considered one of the most challenging concertos for
pianists to perform. Although Ravel focused on keyboard compositions, he did not compose
music for the organ. By the time of his life, the piano had become the most prominent keyboard
instrument in Western music. Maurice Ravel passed away from surgical complications on
December 28th, 1937 in Paris, France, at the age of 62.
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Figure 2.2: Portrait of Maurice Ravel.
Ravel’s piano music can basically be divided into two groups: Impressionistic and
Neo-Classical. His Neo-Classical compositions are of a greater significance compared to in the
work of Debussy.24 Although his work is often labeled as Impressionist, Ravel was basically an
assimilater that composed music encompassing many different influences. At the same time, his
works were truly unique because of the ways he approached the musical elements of form,
diatonic melodies, craftsmanship, and complex harmonies.25
Maurice Ravel has often been seen in the shadow of Claude Debussy.26 While both were
the main composers of Impressionist music, they had different influences and approaches to
composing music. It is true that Ravel focused on color and figuration in his pieces. However, his
music is distinctive from that of Debussy because he focused more on emphatic rhythm and
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phrase structure.27 Ravel had his own thoughts on Debussy, which he addressed in a lecture on
Contemporary Music at the Rice Institute in Houston, Texas, in 1928. Ravel expressed:
For Debussy, the musician and the man, I have had profound admiration, but by nature I
am different from Debussy, and while I consider that Debussy may not have been
altogether alien to my personal inheritance, I should identify also with the earlier phrases
of my evolution Gabriel Faure, Emmanuel Chabrier, and Erik Satie. I believe that I
myself have always followed a direction opposite to that of Debussy’s symbolism.28
While the two composers may have had their similarities, Ravel and Debussy are each distinctive
in their own rights, and they should each be appreciated for their unique styles of composing and
wonderful output of works.

SPARKS OF INSPIRATION
In order to create colorful pieces of music that were divergent from those of the common
practice period, Debussy and Ravel needed to draw inspiration from many different sources to
generate some new and fresh ideas. Their sources of inspiration were the works of their
contemporaries, pre-tonal styles of writing, and music from other cultures around the world. By
drawing inspiration from these various areas, Debussy and Ravel were able to generate many
new techniques and practices for composing music that were eventually used by their
contemporaries and later composers.
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Claude Debussy sought to take harmony into a direction toward beauty and pleasure. He
had many musical exposures throughout his lifetime that helped to shape and form his style and
craft. When Debussy was a young child taking piano lessons with Madame Mauté de Fleurville,
he was introduced to the brilliant works of Frédéric Chopin. During his days in the
Conservatoire, he became familiar with the works of the French composers Jules Émile Frédéric
Massenet and Charles-François Gounod; both composers were best known for their operas.
When Debussy was discovering the works of Gabriel Fauré, he became intrigued by his
approaches to modulation and how he would gain inspiration from poems and other forms of
literature. Debussy also formed relationships with Symbolist poets throughout his life, and they
inspired him as well. It should come as no surprise that Debussy was fascinated with the works
of the Russian composer Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov. Another Russian composer that Debussy
liked was Modest Petrovich Mussorgsky, especially his opera Boris Godunov. Debussy was even
intrigued by Erik Satie’s use of experimental harmony in his works.29
Debussy was inspired by the styles of Western music that existed long before his time.
For instance, he enjoyed the clarity and concise forms that were used by the clavecinists,
including Jean-Philippe Rameau, François Couperin, and Giuseppe Domenico Scarlatti.
Furthermore, he was fascinated with the modal plasticity of the works of Giovanni Pierluigi da
Palestrina. This is interesting since he was a Renaissance composer of sacred music that came
before the common practice period when conventions for tonal harmony were developed.
Debussy also paid attention to Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s careful use of ornamentation,
especially the appoggiatura. Finally, one composer that had an influence on future generations
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including Debussy was Johann Sebastian Bach. Debussy was interested in Bach’s style of
composing for the organ, and his prudent use of contrapuntal dissonances.30
There were many other sources that Debussy drew from to create his style of composing.
For starters, he was influenced by the characteristics of restraint and sensibility that came along
with the French tradition. One composer that he admired who possessed these traits was
Emmanuel Chabrier. Furthermore, Debussy was influenced by the ideas and styles of Russian
composers like Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov and Modest Petrovich Mussorgsky. When it came to
medieval music, Debussy was most intrigued by parallel organum. Debussy was even inspired
by music from Asia, including Javanese/Indonesian gamelan music. 31 He would even make use
of Afro-American ragtime in some of his compositions. 32 He was truly impacted by all of these
styles of music, and they affected his musical aesthetics. By blending all of these influences
together, Debussy managed to create a distinctive style of composing that others would use for
decades to come.
Debussy was an important figure in music history because of how he introduced Western
civilization to musical styles from all around the world. There are some characteristics of world
music that had a strong impact on Debussy. For instance, javanese gamelan is the most familiar
musical style from Indonesia, and it stands out among hundreds of other distinct musical
traditions that are found throughout that country.33 Gamelan is a musical ensemble that comprises
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idiophones that are made from iron or bronze. This ensemble also makes use of many types of
hanging and rack gongs, as well as metal-keyed instruments. These instruments are known to
create an ethereal sound when played in a repeating and cyclical form. Soft Javanese court
gamelan has a mellow and tranquil quality. This conveys the sense of mist and fog when heard.
Strong Javanese court gamelan has a bolder and louder sound that serves as a contrast to the soft
style.34
Debussy was inspired and influenced by some other Asian musical styles and
characteristics. For example, Debussy was intrigued by pentatonic scales, which derive heavily
from Asian music. The guqin is one of the most ancient instruments from Chinese culture (see
Figure 2.3). This instrument is a bridgeless, plucked ancient zither that has seven strings, and
guqin music is fundamentally pentatonic.35 Debussy was also entranced by “silk and bamboo”
ensemble music from China. In this style of music, there are clear phrases, repetition of musical
ideas, consistent rhythm, a wide use of ornamentation, and easily identifiable tunes. This music
also uses pentatonic scales, and it has an overall thin sound due to the fact that the majority of the
instruments play in a high range. There is also an absence of harmony that contributes to this thin
sound.36 The things that Debussy learned from exotic music allowed him to loosen some of the
traditional European conventions of composing,37 and he was able to expose listeners to many
different styles of music from around the globe.
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Figure 2.3: A guqin.
Maurice Ravel had many places and influences where he drew his musical inspiration
from. He was definitely influenced by the Impressionist and neoclassical traits that were present
in the works of his contemporaries. A lot of his compositions draw on popular traditions and
French art. He would compose music based on a wide range of topics, including realistic and
even humorous subjects. Like Debussy, Ravel found some influences from outside his own
French heritage. He used Viennese waltz rhythms in the tone poem La valse. Also, he integrated
Romani/Gypsy style in his Tzigane for violin and piano/orchestra. Furthermore, his orchestral
piece Bolero featured some Spanish idioms. He even used blues in his Violin Sonata, and some
jazz elements in his Piano Concerto in G and the Piano Concerto for the Left Hand.38 Basically,
Ravel sought to draw from a wide range of musical sources and topics in order to avoid repeating
himself in any way, and he desired for all of his works to have a uniqueness and distinctiveness
that could be traced back to him.
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Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel were highly important musical figures that created
works which were considered experimental and modern. Their compositions involved creating a
lot of color and pictorializing different subjects. While their music can be seen as “art for art’s
sake,” their compositions still had distinct musical ideas, a serious nature, and a careful
construction and organization. By drawing on a wide range of influences that went beyond
France and even Europe, Debussy and Ravel found many ways to create expressive pieces of
music that create such powerful emotions and stir the depths of our souls. Their musical talent is
undeniable, and they have left a profound impression on their contemporaries and later
generations of composers.

COMPOSITIONAL APPROACHES OF TWO MASTERS
Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel employed a wide variety of musical techniques and
qualities into many of their compositions. While their approaches to composing were often very
different from those utilized by the composers of the common practice period, many astute
listeners of music are able to hear a piece by Debussy or Ravel and instantly tell that it is one of
those two composers. Their musical crafts were so unique and distinctive, and the techniques and
materials that they used when composing enabled them to create some of the most divine works
in the history of classical music.
Claude Debussy is often viewed as the composer who made some of the most important
contributions to the new developments of musical thinking in the early 1900s. Although many of
his works are considered post-tonal music, they are still easily accessible to the tonally oriented
ear. However, Debussy definitely diverged from many of the traditional tonal expectations that
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listeners would have.39 His innovative use of chord structures and different scale materials
allowed him to do this.
Although Debussy was trained in the classical tradition, he desired to explore more
freedom in music that would focus on beautiful sounds and the pleasure that came along with
them. When composing his pieces, he did not follow any specific “rules” that were often
followed in the common practice period. He had the attitude of mon plaisir – “whatever I
please.”40 Around 1890, Debussy had a conversation with Ernest Guiraud (1836–1892), who was
his former teacher at the Paris Conservatoire. He explained to Guiraud about how he did not
agree with the notion that music is about following established rules and traditional practices.
For starters, Debussy felt that tonal scales needed to be enriched by other scales, and that music
should not just be limited to major and minor scales. Furthermore, Debussy believed that the
musical modes used in a piece were inconstant, and that the modes were simply the pattern of
notes that the composer chose to use at a specific moment in the music. Also, he thought that
there needed to be a balance between thematic evocation and musical demands, and that musical
themes and motives would suggest their orchestral coloring. Finally, Debussy did not believe that
traditional theory practices needed to exist. He believed that pleasure was the law, and that
creating and composing music was simply based on listening.41
When it came to tonal harmony, there were certain characteristics that were constantly
present. These included the desire to resolve dissonances, the need to return to the tonic, to
continuously develop a motive, and to solve any musical problems that were posed at the
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beginning of a movement. Debussy wanted to focus more on the French values of beauty,
pleasure, and decoration.42
One of his techniques that Debussy used was to move from one segment to the next by
keeping some notes of the main motive the same while also changing some of them. This
allowed him to create the aural effect of a harmonic progression. This technique can be seen in
L’isle joyeuse, one of Debussy’s piano pieces. Also, Debussy gained an interest in whole-tone
and chromatic chords, and he was influenced by the harmonic styles of composers such as Franz
Liszt and Richard Wagner. The sense of needing to resolve is often absent in Debussy’s
compositions, and the listener is supposed to embrace each moment as it happens rather than
yearn for resolution. Debussy would often maintain a tonal focus in his compositions, yet he
would not follow the traditional and conventional tonal relationships between chords. As a result,
each chord had its own independence and freedom to move to wherever it wanted to.43
When it came to Debussy’s compositions, he would treat music as the art of sound. This
made him want to incorporate a wide range of sounds into his works when possible. Debussy’s
piano works and orchestral works are very similar in terms of their styles and theoretical
techniques. However, the orchestral works have a wide variety of instrumental timbres. Many of
his pieces involve having a certain musical motive associated with a specific instrument, while
tone color would be used to separate the different musical layers. An interesting thing to keep in
mind is that although Debussy’s orchestral pieces required a large orchestra, this was not for the
sake of creating a loud sound, but rather to provide an extensive variety of textures and tone
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colors.44 His orchestral technique can be seen and heard in compositions such as his three
Nocturnes (Nuages, Fêtes, and Sirènes) and La mer. These pieces are able to capture and depict
such brilliant imagery through Debussy’s orchestral choices and his musical decisions.
Debussy often approached his pieces in a similar manner to how other types of artists
approached their symbolist works. For instance, symbolist poets did their best to evoke certain
moods through connotation, suggestion, and indirection. They were not as focused on fervid
emotional expression. Debussy wanted to compose his pieces in such a way that they too would
evoke certain moods. In his orchestral piece Prélude à ‘L’après-midi d’un faune, Debussy sought
to summon the moods that were created in Stéphane Mallarmé’s symbolist poem that the piece
was based on.45
Debussy was known to have a fascination with written text, and this had some of an
influence on his process of composing. He always had an engagement with texts throughout his
life, and there was a period when he was a music critic. Debussy based many of his songs on the
writings of French poets. These included François Villon, Charles Baudelaire, Paul Verlaine, and
Gabriele d’Annunzio. He was truly fascinated by dramatic works, and he sought to convey the
sense of drama in many of his pieces, including his incidental music, the five-act musical
mystery play Le Martyre de saint Sébastien, the ballet Jeux, and his only completed opera,
Pelléas et Mélisande.46 In his pieces, Debussy would try to convey certain images and concealed
allusions through the use of somber colors, modal harmonies, and hindered expressiveness.
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While Claude Debussy had many unique compositional techniques that he used, it can definitely
be said that written texts helped to guide him and shape his compositional craft over time.
Maurice Ravel had his own compositional approaches that he tended to follow. In his
pieces, Ravel mostly used common triads as the basic underlying chords. However, he would
often represent these chords through the use of empty fifths or simple octaves. Ravel also wanted
to avoid dwelling on the sound of a simple triad, so he would obscure the counterpoint in his
works to create some rich sounding sevenths and ninths. Also, as opposed to Debussy, Ravel
avoided the use of the whole-tone scale that became characteristic of Impressionist music.47
When it came to dissonances, Ravel usually created these through subtle movements in the inner
voices over conventional and simple bass lines. He would also use register changes in order to
alter the sonorities that were heard from one phrase to the next. One of the features of Ravel’s
music that makes it accessible to a wide audience of listeners is his use of strong chord
progressions that satisfy the expectations that his dissonances and modalities would create.48
Ravel was truly a unique composer when it came to writing noteworthy melody lines and using
novel sonorities.
When composing his pieces, Ravel was always successful in invoking a sense of
impressionism in many ways. He was able to do this through musical imagery, colorful
harmonies, and virtuoso instrumental techniques. Some of his works that best represent this
Impressionist style of composing are Miroirs, Gaspard de la nuit, Rapsodie espagnole, and
Daphnis et Chloé. While Ravel is mainly known for his Impressionist works, he was also
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influenced by forms and genres from the eighteenth-century Classic tradition. Some of his works
that borrowed from the French tradition of stylized dances and suites include Pavane pour une
infante défunte, Le tombeau de Couperin, and Menuet antique.49 On top of this, Ravel also
composed a sonatine for piano, a string quartet, a violin sonata, and even a piano trio.
Le tombeau de Couperin (1914–1917) was an important work of Ravel’s because it is
considered one of the earliest examples of neoclassicism in music. Neoclassicism was the
prevailing trend in France from the late 1910s through the 1950s, and it involved composers
reviving and imitating the styles and forms of pre-Romantic music. This piece was very similar
to the French keyboard suites of the 1600s and 1700s. For instance, it includes a prelude along
with different dances (in this case, a forlane, rigaudon, and menuet). Furthermore, Ravel
included a fugue and a toccata in this piece, which were genres that were associated with Johann
Sebastian Bach and other Baroque composers. The way that Ravel incorporated French and
German classical traditions was reminiscent of how François Couperin blended French and
Italian styles in his pieces.50 It is clear why this piece of music would have been considered a
prime example of early neoclassical music.
Writing neoclassical music was a challenge in itself because Ravel needed to find ways to
compose pieces that would simultaneously sound classical and yet contemporary. In his
neoclassical pieces, Ravel used many techniques that were reminiscent of classical music. Such
methods included using structured forms, four-measure phrases, ornamentation, somewhat
simple harmonic progressions, and dominant-to-tonic cadences. At the same time, Ravel used
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different techniques that would not have been used in earlier centuries. For instance, he often
made it a point to incorporate seventh and ninth chords in his pieces more often than simple
triads. Furthermore, Ravel would integrate unexpected harmonies into his harmonic progressions
to create some nice contrasts and unanticipated sounds. Ravel would often make use of parallel
third motion, which has been considered a trademark of Impressionist music.51 Maurice Ravel’s
approach to composing pieces that were reminiscent of the classics in the permanent classical
repertoire while also remaining contemporary is one of the main reasons he was such a
distinguished and distinctive composer, and his pieces have stood out over time as being very
unique and highly creative.

UNIQUE AND IMPRESSIONABLE
It should come as no surprise that Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel were two of the
most distinctive and remarkable composers of the twentieth century. They both left an
impression on their contemporaries and the composers of later generations. Debussy and Ravel
were highly adventurous, original, and considered consummate masters when it came to the art
and craft of composing music.
The works of Debussy were radically divergent from the techniques of common practice
composing that his predecessors would use. However, his music still managed to establish itself
as deserving a place in the classical repertoire. Debussy’s style of composing had a major
influence across Europe, and this resulted in France becoming the center of attraction for
musicians in Western civilization for quite some time. Composers from Germany, Austria,
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England, America, and Russia were all inspired by Debussy’s style and craft. This is interesting
because of how Debussy’s music was a reaction against the prevailing Romantic tradition in
Germany.52 Furthermore, Debussy’s ways of thinking became widespread, especially when it
came to how he thought about melodies, chords, and tone colors.53 Basically all people who have
grown up in the past century have been exposed to Debussy in one way or another, and he has
left an imprint on music since his time.
Debussy’s music had an impact on many of the distinguished composers of the twentieth
century. Such composers included Olivier Messiaen, Pierre Boulez, Giacomo Puccini, Alexander
Scriabin, Charles Ives, Igor Stravinsky, Alban Berg, Richard Strauss, Manuel de Falla, Leoš
Janáček, and Béla Bartók. Debussy also had a profound influence on American jazz and even
popular music. His focus on sound itself opened up the minds and imaginations of later
composers such as John Cage, Edgard Varèse, Krzysztof Penderecki, and George Crumb, as well
as several postwar composers.54 In Debussy’s pieces, there is an assertion of French conceptions
and an association with Impressionism, and he also incorporated the spirit of eighteenth-century
French harpsichord music into his works. There were other styles of music that Debussy brought
forward, including Oriental music and the idiom of Spanish dances. He also followed the
anti-traditionalist and experimental attitude of some of the Russian nationalistic composers, the
main one being Modest Mussorgsky.55 By utilizing a nontraditionalist approach to composing,
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Debussy was able to experiment with new and different scales and devices, and many of the
traditional functional harmonies were abandoned.
Maurice Ravel was another inspirational composer from the early twentieth century that
left a lasting impression on many of his contemporaries. However, he has often been seen in
Debussy’s shadow, so there tends to be a little less familiarity with his compositions. Ravel made
it a point to compose music for basically every type of performer. A lot of his success was due to
the fact that the majority of his published pieces had a place in the concert repertory of the
appropriate performers.56 A large proportion of his music was familiar to those who loved the
music of the early 1900s, and many modern musicians and listeners consider his pieces to be
some of the most divine compositions in the history of classical music.
The harmonic and orchestral changes that Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel brought to
the forefront are why they are considered to be some of the seminal forces in the history of
music. Both of them were unique and complex individuals in their own rights. Many of the
composers who had these personality traits worked alongside each other in France in the early
1900s. Other composers that are often linked to Debussy and Ravel are Gabriel Fauré and Erik
Satie. Although these composers might be seen as similar, they do not all share a specific
common trait that discerns them from their predecessors or their contemporaries.57 Despite this,
the music of these composers, especially Debussy and Ravel, could be considered an invitation
to more musical freedom, and they opened the minds of their contemporaries to look into the
limitless possibilities of composing music.
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CHAPTER III: HARMONIC ANALYSIS

A PALETTE OF CHOICES
For Impressionist musicians to successfully compose pieces of music that could depict all
sorts of colors and images, they needed to have a wide variety of musical elements that they
could juxtapose in order to create something new. Once the common practice period ended
around the year 1900, there was a dramatic shift from tonal harmony to post-tonal music.
Impressionist composers would manipulate the elements of tonal harmony to the extent they
desired to come up with new techniques and practices for composing music. There was a greater
use of chromaticism, which makes sense because the term chromatic derives from the Greek
noun for color. The early twentieth century saw the rise of many new musical ideas that are still
used today. When these musical ideas were being developed, they gave Impressionist composers
an extensive palette that they could use to paint their compositions.
The most common aspect of post-tonal music was the use of different types of scales and
modes. Once the late nineteenth century was happening, there was a ton of chromatic saturation
occurring in pieces of music. This led to a renewed interest in the diatonic modes. The diatonic
modes are formed by building a scale using each of the tones of a major scale as a different tone
center.58 This results in a different pattern of whole steps and half steps forming the scale. For
instance, if you take the C-major scale and start it from the note D, you get the following order of
notes: D–E–F–G–A–B–C–D. This creates a mode known as D Dorian. This can be done for each
note of the original Ionian scale.
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There are seven diatonic modes that are possible (see Figure 3.1). The Ionian mode is the
same thing as a major scale, and the Aeolian mode is the same thing as a natural-minor scale.
These two modes were used the most during the common practice period as the basis for tonal
music. Once the late nineteenth century arrived, the other modes came into play. The Dorian
mode is a natural-minor scale with a raised sixth scale degree. The Phrygian mode is a
natural-minor scale with a lowered second scale degree. The Lydian mode is a major scale with a
raised fourth scale degree. The Mixolydian mode is a major scale with a lowered seventh scale
degree. Finally, the Locrian mode is a minor scale with a lowered second scale degree and a
lowered fifth scale degree. Locrian is the least used diatonic mode because it forms an unstable
diminished tonic chord that leaves the listener feeling as though something is off and needs to be
resolved.

Figure 3.1: The diatonic modes.59
The diatonic modes are able to be arranged in relative order of “brightness.” This quality
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From brightest to darkest, the diatonic modes would be arranged in the following way: Lydian,
Ionian, Mixolydian, Dorian, Aeolian, Phrygian, and Locrian. Modes could also be combined
together to form chromatic modes. For example, Debussy often made use of the
Lydian-Mixolydian scale, which is a major scale with a raised fourth scale degree and a lowered
seventh scale degree (see Figure 3.2). This is a hybrid scale that basically results from the
juxtaposition of two major-minor seventh chords that have roots a whole step apart.61

Figure 3.2: The Lydian-Mixolydian scale.62
Five-note scales have played a significant role in music for many centuries. This is
especially the case for non-Western music. Pentatonic is the term that refers to any five-note
scale.63 There are certain pentatonic collections that were used more widely than others in
Impressionist music (see Figure 3.3). For instance, the major pentatonic scale is a pentatonic
collection that is built on scale degrees 1–2–3–5–6 of the major scale. On the other hand, the
minor pentatonic scale is a pentatonic collection that is built on scale degrees 1–♭3–4–5–♭7 of
the natural-minor scale. The five black keys on the keyboard are able to form pentatonic
collections as well. Black-key pentatonic refers to the pentatonic collection that is formed by the
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five black keys on a keyboard.64 Finally, a more obscure type of pentatonic collection is the
Hirajoshi scale, which is built on scale degrees 1–2–♭3–5–♭6 of the natural-minor scale.65

Figure 3.3: Pentatonic collections.66
The modes and pentatonic scales previously discussed have similarities and resemblances
to the scales that are associated with the diatonic system and tonal music. Another option that
post-tonal composers had was to extensively use synthetic scales. This refers to any scale that
does not bear a clear resemblance to a scale or fragment of a scale associated with the diatonic
system.67 With these scales, the sky's the limit, and composers can use their imaginations to
create something distinctive and new.
There are some synthetic scales that are known as symmetrical scales because of how
they are built from repetitive patterns of intervals.68 One symmetrical scale that was a favorite of
Debussy’s is the whole-tone scale (see Figure 3.4). This scale is composed of adjacent major
2nds, or whole steps. Because this scale results in six steps rather than the usual sevel, one letter
of the musical alphabet must be omitted when building this scale. Often, composers will change
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the spelling of this scale depending on the direction it is moving in. If the interval structure is
correct, the gap in the alphabet is able to occur anywhere.69 Whole-tone chords are the vertical
sonorities that result from whole-tone simultaneities.70 One important sonority of the whole-tone
scale is the augmented triad, which was absent in the tonal system of music because it was the
only type of chord quality not formed by the diatonic scales. The augmented triad occasionally
showed up in tonal music, but it was more often seen as a major triad with a chromatic passing
tone.71 Similar to how the whole-tone scale is symmetrical, the augmented triad is a symmetrical
chord because of how it is built entirely on major thirds. Any note of this chord is able to serve
as the root because of this symmetry.

Figure 3.4: A whole-tone scale. 72
Another symmetrical scale is the octatonic scale, also known as the diminished scale (see
Figure 3.5). This scale is built by alternating whole steps and half steps. This results in a scale
that has eight different tones. Because there are eight notes, one letter name of the musical
alphabet will need to be duplicated. Any spelling is acceptable as long as the order of whole
steps and half steps is correct.73 An interesting thing about this scale is that it can be started off
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with either a half step or a whole step. As long as there is an alternating pattern of whole steps
and half steps, the scale is labeled as an octatonic scale. This scale also derives from the
juxtaposition of two (fully) diminished seventh chords at the interval of a step (half or whole).74

Figure 3.5: An octatonic scale. 75
One other possible symmetrical scale is the hexatonic scale (see Figure 3.6). This is a
six-note collection that is derived from the juxtaposition of two augmented triads at the interval
of a half step. This is similar to the vertical sonorities that are formed from the whole-tone scale.
However, the half step interval increases the amount of melodic and harmonic possibilities. The
interval pattern is basically a repeated series of minor third and half-step successions. Like the
octatonic scale, this scale can be started either with the minor third or with the half step. As long
as the pattern alternates, the scale is classified as hexatonic.76

Figure 3.6: A hexatonic scale. 77
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While different scale patterns were fundamental to post-tonal music, there were many
other musical options that composers had to create Impressionist pieces. For instance, composers
began to use thicker chords that would create more color in their music. These extended tertian
sonorities, or tall chords, could occur in functional settings, but they often did not follow the
traditional rules of resolution. Once the twentieth century began, composers made more use of
ninth, eleventh, and thirteenth chords in their compositions. This was an extension of the
post-Romantic tradition of tertian harmony.78 Stacking thirds above triads and seventh chords
allowed composers to enrich their sonorities. Some composers even began to utilize added-sixth
chords to enrich their tertian sonorities.79
Another musical idea that composers began utilizing more was polychords, which is
when two or more chords from different harmonic areas are heard simultaneously. Chordal units
are the components that make up a polychord. Composers are able to create various polychords
from superimposed triads, seventh chords, and extended tertian sonorities.80 Composers also used
something known as the split-third chord, which refers to the sonority that results when both the
major and minor triad built on the same root are used simultaneously.81 This sonority creates a
very interesting aural effect.
Throughout the common practice period, tertian chords were the sonorities most often
used by composers. Once the era of post-tonal music began, composers began to experiment with
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other intervals to construct chords other than thirds. There were composers who abandoned
thirds altogether. Instead, they created chords from stacked fourths or fifths. These are known as
quartal and quintal harmonies respectively.82 The aural effect that these two chord sonorities have
is quite different. Remember, there is an inherent dissonance that is traditionally associated with
the interval of the perfect fourth.83 Composers made use of secundal harmony, which refers to a
chordal sonority derived from 2nds.84 Related to this is the idea of a tone cluster, which results
when any collection of three or more adjacent pitches in secundal relationship are heard together.
85

Post-tonal composers desired to find ways to create more color and imagery in their
works, and they needed as many options as possible to be successful with this. Some composers
would use a pedal point (or bass pedal) in their pieces, where there would be a changing
harmony occurring over a held bass note, which creates a suspended and moody feeling in the
music.86 Another thing that composers became interested in was the use of chords where the third
is left out, which creates a significant amount of harmonic ambiguity. If the third of a chord is
left out, it is harder to tell if the chord is intended to have major or minor function. If a composer
includes a sus4 chord in their music that does not resolve, it leaves the listener feeling as though
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they are hanging.87 Suspended chords can be very warm and rich sounding if voiced properly,
and they allow composers to add some deeper colors to their music.
One of the major indications of a break from the practices and harmonic progressions of
the common practice period was the use of parallel motion between chords. This occurs when
each voice moves in the same direction by the same interval. In an exact/perfect transposition,
every voicing is the same as the last, but transposed a particular interval away from the previous
voicing.88 This technique was widely embraced by Claude Debussy in many of his compositions.
Parallelism, also known as planing, is a device that can obscure any sense of functional
progression in a piece of music.89 There are different forms of planing that composers made use
of in their music. Real planing refers to parallel movement of vertical sonorities whose
construction remains unchanged. This means that the numerical value and quality of the intervals
will remain the same.90 Diatonic planing is when there is parallel movement of vertical sonorities
whose quality is determined by the prevailing diatonic scale. This is different from real planing
because although the numerical value of the intervals stays constant, the quality changes as the
voices are moving throughout the diatonic scale.91 One other form of planing is mixed planing,
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which occurs when there is parallel voice motion that is not able to be explained by consistency
of chord type nor by the limitations of a single scale.92
Many post-tonal pieces of music are accessible to the common listener because a tonal
center can often be perceived even if traditional harmonic progressions and resolutions are not
followed. However, there were some composers that attempted to equalize the seven tones of the
diatonic scale. This technique, known as pandiatonicism, results in no single pitch being heard as
a tonal center.93 Because pieces of this style would be lacking in functional harmonic
progressions, it becomes more challenging to analyze them using traditional theoretical methods.
A Roman numeral analysis does not help much when there are nonfunctional harmonic
progressions and a lack of a tonal center. For pieces that are pandiatonic, it is best to use lead
sheet symbols to accurately and succinctly classify any nonfunctional harmonic progressions.
The early post-tonal period of music was a very exciting time for composers because they
were able to use their imaginations to create new techniques that could be used to compose
colorful and vibrant pieces of music. Composers became much more focused on altered chord
sonorities rather than the principles of voice leading that were so commonly used during the
Common Practice era.94 There are many elements of music that contribute to our perception of
them. These include chordal structures, doublings, vertical spacing, melodic construction,
instrumental timbre, and movement within the music.95 Post-tonal composers were
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experimenting with all of these elements to create something distinctive, contemporary, and
something that others would be willing to embrace and listen to. Sometimes, it is a challenge for
listeners to fully appreciate a piece of post-tonal music from the very first listen. It is important
for listeners to listen to these pieces several times through and use their musical intuition to make
sense of all the elements of the piece.96 Those who do this will have an easier time analyzing
these pieces of music, and they will have a much deeper appreciation for these compositions.
Post-tonal composers had a large palette of “colors” to compose with, and it is up to the listener
to make sense of all of the colors that the composer blended together to create such remarkable
works of music.

TONAL PIGMENTS AND HUES
Although early twentieth century composers had a wide array of post-tonal techniques
they could use in their compositions, many of these techniques were still tonal in a sense because
a tonic pitch was still perceived by the listener. However, post-tonal techniques do move beyond
the principles of tonal harmony in order to create a vast variety of musical color. The works of
composers such as Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel definitely have hues and tints of tonality
alongside all of the color that their post-tonal techniques create. This is what makes their music
so noteworthy and creative, and why it is still embraced to this day.
There are certain qualities of tonal music that truly distinguish it from other styles of
music. In tonal music, everything is based around major and minor keys, and there is always a
gravitation toward the tonic. Furthermore, there are predictable functional harmonic
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progressions, and the various diatonic chords relate to each other in specific ways. There is also a
wide use of embellishing nonchord tones to decorate a harmonic framework, and these
ornamentations almost always resolve in some manner.97 Many post-tonal compositions tend to
show some tonal characteristics as well. This includes the use of tertian chords, bass lines that
move by fourths and fifths, and scalar passages. However, post-tonal music does break away
from the qualities that really characterize tonal music.
One of the aspects of tonal music that has been studied heavily since the common
practice period is voice leading and part writing. Composers were very careful about following
certain principles that would ensure the smoothest transition from one harmony to the next.
When post-tonal composers became interested in the use of modes and other diatonic scales,
there were new voice-leading principles that developed. Parallel motion was prohibited during
the tonal era, yet it became widely embraced around 1900 when the ways composers thought
about music changed. At the same time, new sonorities were arising, and composers were
coming up with ways to treat these contemporary sonorities that were emerging. During the tonal
era of music, chordal sevenths and ninths were occasionally encountered, and they were
classified as dissonances that needed to be resolved. When the composers’ thinking radically
changed around 1900, extended tertian sonorities became more widely used, and they did not
necessarily resolve in the ways that one would expect them to.98 The viewpoint that composers of
post-tonal music had was that music should be created based on the desired sound rather than
principles for creation that were set in place.
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There were writers in the past who claimed that Claude Debussy would use arbitrary
chords that were disconnected and nonfunctional. These people agreed that these chords could
create immediate sensuous effects, but they also felt that these chords did not contribute anything
to tonality. However, Debussy was very careful in his compositional craft, and most of his pieces
are tonal to a degree. He would connect his chords based on his melody lines, and he would often
connect chords carefully to reinforce any melodic cadences that would articulate the
composition.99 While composers such as Debussy and Ravel had a freer approach to composing,
they did not completely abandon the traditions of the past that gave Western music its uniqueness
and character.
The prolific twentieth century composer Paul Hindemith had many viewpoints on music
theory and how to approach composing. One thing he believed was that raising and lowering the
tones of the diatonic scales would enable a composer to enrich the chord-supply of a key.100
Impressionist composers would often manipulate the diatonic scales to create more melodic and
harmonic possibilities, so Hindemith’s theory makes sense. Hindemith also felt that any theory of
tonal music needed to start off with the twelve possible pitches of the tempered scale. After this,
the composer should organize these pitches around one tonal center. Tonal centers would be
emphasized by factors including the first and last notes of the piece, the tone most often returned
to, durations, accents, etc. Many Impressionist works of music obscure the key of the piece in
various ways. However, composers probably kept Hindemith’s idea in mind if they wanted to
faintly establish a key in some manner.
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One final thing to note about Hindemith is that he created a chart known as “Series 2,”
which listed the simple harmonic intervals in a descending order of harmonic strength.101 It
should come as no surprise that the perfect fifth was considered the strongest harmonic interval
after the octave. This can explain why Impressionist composers, especially Debussy, would often
make use of perfect fifth intervals and voice motion involving parallel fifths in their pieces. The
focus of the composers in the early 1900s was on sound rather than principles of composing, so
they would do whatever it took to get the sound that they desired in their music.
When musical theorists attempt to analyze a piece of post-tonal music, it can be quite a
challenge. As mentioned earlier, for a post-tonal work that does not convey a tonal center, lead
sheet symbols are a better way to classify the sonorities than Roman numerals since the function
of the chords is harder to explain. However, many of the earlier pieces of post-tonal music still
had aspects of tonality within them. As a result, they could sometimes be analyzed in ways
similar to tonal music. If you are analyzing a post-tonal piece of music that is clearly modal, the
first step is to listen for a pitch class center. Afterwards, you need to list all of the pitch classes
used in ascending order to determine what mode is being used. A bitonal or bimodal analysis
might need to be used if there are extra pitches that are not acting as embellishing tones. If there
is an identifiable tonic, you can use a Roman numeral analysis that illustrates what chords are
occurring and what their possible functions might be. This also allows you to see any harmonic
progressions that deviate from the typical harmonic progressions of tonal music.
It is also important to consider the voice leading of post-tonal pieces of music. Some
post-tonal music will mimic the voice leading of common-practice styles, while other post-tonal
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music departs from it through methods such as planing. Another important thing to consider
when analyzing post-tonal music are any sonorities that give the work a distinct flavor and color.
102

Examples of such sonorities include quartal and quintal harmonies, split-third chords, and

extended tertian sonorities. While analyzing post-tonal music can be an obstacle at times, it can
be extremely rewarding to come up with explanations about how the piece works from a
theoretical standpoint.
While the compositions of Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel are considered post-tonal
music, these pieces are still widely accessible to the tonally oriented ear. Both composers would
use strong chord progressions that would often satisfy the expectations that the various
modalities and dissonances would create. By blending together new methods of composing with
some of the most important aspects of tonal music, Debussy and Ravel were able to create
contemporary pieces of music that became highly embraced by listeners of music around the
world.

VISIONS OF SHAPES AND COLOR
When it came to composing, Debussy and Ravel had the challenging task of depicting
various images and atmospheres in their music. To do this successfully, they needed to be clever
with their melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic choices. One might not think that it is possible to see
images in their mind by simply hearing notes, but the ingenious musical minds of progressive
composers such as Debussy and Ravel made this achievable. This section will analyze two of the
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“watery” pieces of the Impressionist Period—La Cathédrale engloutie by Claude Debussy and
Jeux d’eau by Maurice Ravel.

La Cathédrale engloutie
Claude Debussy published La Cathédrale engloutie in 1910. It is the tenth prelude in the
first of his two volumes of piano preludes. Each of his twenty-four preludes include picturesque
titles. These suggestive titles are added at the end of each piece so that performers and listeners
can create their own associations with their imaginations. Listeners might also have to put some
deep thought into figuring out Debussy’s intentions with each piece.103
La Cathédrale engloutie is based on a legend of the city of Ys, which has been buried at
the bottom of the sea for many centuries. Throughout the piece, Debussy uses a three note
fragment (D–E–B) to convey the sense of infinite mystery and eternity in the depths of the
ocean.104 Debussy is able to convey an impression of the cathedral of Ys through his various
harmonic choices, including blurred and rising parallel fourth chords and clangorous parallel
chords that are bell-like in sound.105 This piece is a historical blend of many things, including a
legend from the fifth or sixth century, organum of the ninth or tenth century, and church arches
that were developed from Roman to Gothic forms.106 Something special about this prelude is that
if you look at the music from a distance, many of the measures seem to visually represent some
type of arch.
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There are many unique choices that Debussy made in La Cathédrale engloutie. For
instance, he uses a lot of conjunct motion, modal and pentatonic scales, and extended chords
with suspensions or added notes. He would also use an organum in parallel fourths and octaves,
several pedal points, and he would avoid using certain scale degrees throughout the piece.107
Several of the diatonic modes make appearances throughout the piece, which allow Debussy to
create many more colors and atmospheres throughout the piece.
La Cathédrale engloutie opens with ascending parallel chords that use the G-major
pentatonic scale (see Figure 3.7). These chords contain open fourths and fifths, and these voicing
create a very clear and open sound. This gives the sense of bubbles in the water slowly rising to
the surface. While the key signature suggests the key of C major, it is clear upon hearing that G
is the tonic pitch that everything else is centered around. In measure 3, the same ascending
chords from the first two measures are heard, although this time it is over an F5 chord in the bass
(see Figure 3.7). This creates harmonies that belong to the F-Lydian mode. Then, in measure 5,
the ascending chords are heard once again, this time over an E5 in the bass, which creates a chord
pattern that belongs to the E-minor pentatonic scale (see Figure 3.8).

Figure 3.7: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 1–3
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Figure 3.8: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 4–7.
Measure 5 features a common-tone modulation. The music thins to a single tolling pitch
of E, which recedes from the foreground to the background. This pitch, which is an E, is scale
degree 6 in G major and scale degree 1 in the new key of E major. The next several measures
feature a delicate melody line that is based on E major, and the A♯s introduced in measure 10
shift the mode from E Ionian to E Lydian (see Figure 3.9), creating a brighter color. Debussy
arrives on an open-fifth E5 chord on the downbeat of measure 13. This chord is used as a pivot to
get to the key of C major, functioning as a I5 in E major and a iii5 chord in C major. If the chord
contained a third, it would not be able to function as a common-chord because in E major, the
third of that chord would be a G♯, and in C major, the third of that chord would be a G♮. The
open fifth chord allows for a smooth transition to C major. The bass line then descends by two
more whole steps (see Figure 3.10), continuing the pattern from the first measures of the piece.
The final two measures of this introductory section are G major pentatonic scale rising chords
that are heard over a C5 pedal. The chord on the downbeat is a colorful Cmaj7 chord. This creates
some nice extended harmonies in C major. The bass clef features two chords that are alterations
of quintal chords based on the G-major pentatonic scale.
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Figure 3.9: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 8–12.

Figure 3.10: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measure 13 into measure 14.
The next section of the piece begins at measure 16, where the key suddenly shifts into the
bright key of B major. Once again, Debussy sticks to exclusively using chords based on the
major pentatonic scale. In measure 19, the piece goes through an enharmonic chromatic third
modulation, where the key shifts to E♭ major, which is enharmonic to D♯ major. While these
next few measures use the E♭-major pentatonic scale, there are some D♮s heard in the bass part.
There is another chromatic third modulation in measure 22, where the key shifts from E♭ major
to G Mixolydian. Debussy lands on an open-fifth G5 chord on the downbeat of measure 22, and
this is followed by a passage in G Mixolydian. This forte section builds up to the impactful
fortissimo landing in C major at measure 28. Because G Mixolydian and C Ionian share the same
key signature, there is a change of mode here rather than a change of key.
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The entire previous section is where Debussy started to make use of suspended chords
and extended sonorities with added notes. For example, measure 19 contains some E♭add9
chords, which allow the chords to have more color and sparkle to them. Measure 22 features a
Csus2 chord. These chords with suspended seconds do not contain the third of the chord, which
often results in an obscure and ominous sound since the third of a chord is what allows listeners
to distinguish its quality. Measures 26 and 27 feature a cluster chord that contains the five notes
of the F-major pentatonic scale and D-minor pentatonic scale (see Figure 3.11). This chord can
have various interpretations. A possible analysis of this chord is Dm 7(add11). This chord enables the
music to build in intensity and flow into the powerful fortissimo section that begins at measure
28.

Figure 3.11: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measure 26.
Measure 28 begins a grand and glorious chord progression that can be considered the
climactic part of the entire piece. This is where the beautiful submerged cathedral is seen in all of
its light, and it is allowed to loudly ring for all to hear. This section begins with the use of
parallel diatonic chords played on top of a low-C pedal point. Debussy makes use of diatonic
planing in this section of the piece (see Figure 3.12). Once measure 33 arrives, Debussy shifts
from C Ionian to C Mixolydian, where B♭-major triads and G-minor triads are incorporated into
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the chord progression. This section ends on a C-major triad, and the notes of a Csus2 chord are
played under the chord in measures 40 and 41, creating some twinkles before the next section of
the piece begins. In measures 42 and 43, a Csus2 chord is played on top of a B♭ octave in the
bass; these measures use four of the notes of the B♭-major pentatonic scale. In measures 44 and
45, the Csus2 chord is heard again, but this time it is played on top of an A♭ octave in the bass.
This results in sonorities that are part of the A♭-Lydian mode. There is a descending whole step
line in the bass from C to B♭ to A♭ (see Figure 3.13). This line mirrors the opening of the
piece, as seen in Figure 3.11. The energy lowers significantly from measures 40–46, and this is
where the submerged cathedral fades into the distance and the listener starts to move into the
empty depths of the ocean.

Figure 3.12: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 26–30.

Figure 3.13: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 41–45.
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In measure 46, there is an A♭ octave played by itself in the bass. This note changes to a
G♯ in the same measure, meaning an enharmonic common-tone modulation takes place in that
measure (see Figure 3.14). A♭ is scale degree ♭6 in C major, and G♯ is scale degree 1 in the
new key of G♯ minor. The new key signature suggests E major (or G♯ Phrygian), but the actual
music contains A♯s throughout measures 47–54. Once measure 55 arrives, the mode now
switches to G♯ Phrygian, which creates a much darker atmosphere (see Figure 3.15). This
pianissimo section captures the eeriness and dimness that the ocean possesses. The next several
measures make wide use of suspended chords and extended sonorities. One example is the
second chord in measure 61, which is a G♯sus4 chord with an A3 played a half step above the G♯3
in the left hand, creating a sharp minor-second dissonance that stands out (see Figure 3.16). From
the end of measure 62 to the end of measure 67, there are parallel dominant seventh chords that
are used one after the other, which is known as real planing (see Figure 3.17). These chords don’t
resolve to their respective tonics, and this obscures any clear sense of a key. However, the roots
of these chords are all part of G♯ Phrygian, so the listener can still perceive G♯ as a tonic pitch.
The final chord of the real planing progression is a G♯7 chord, which is essentially a I7 chord in
the key we were in throughout the previous section.

Figure 3.14: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measure 46.
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Figure 3.15: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 51–55.

Figure 3.16: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 60–61.

Figure 3.17: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 60–63.
The music becomes opaque in measure 68 when the dynamic starts moving towards
pianissimo and a major second is heard very low in the bass part of the piano. This is also heard
alongside a low C, which is played a tritone above the lowest note in the measure, which is an F♯
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(see Figure 3.18). In measure 70, the low C begins alternating in an eighth-note rhythm with the
D a whole step above it. All of these pitches are suggestive of a whole-tone harmony.

Figure 3.18: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 64–68.
Measures 72–83 use the same exact diatonic planing chord progression that was heard in
measures 28–39. The difference is that in the latter, the right-hand chords are played an octave
lower, there is a low rumbling bass ostinato played under the chords, and the dynamic is
pianissimo instead of fortissimo (see Figure 3.19). The final measures of the piece are
reminiscent of the very beginning of the piece, where rising chords bubble to the surface. These
chords make use of the diatonic tones of the C-major scale, although the fourth of the scale (F) is
left out. While these chords are almost entirely based on the C-major pentatonic scale, there are
some B-naturals added in that create some more colorful chords. The piece ends with some very
high Csus2 chords played on top of a regular C-major chord. The suspended chord creates a
twinkle that blends beautifully with the very low open-fifth C5 heard in the bass part (see Figure
3.20).
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Figure 3.19: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 70–72.

Figure 3.20: La Cathédrale engloutie ~ measures 85–89.

Jeux d’eau
Maurice Ravel composed Jeux d’eau in 1901, and this has since become one of his
signature pieces that he is best known for. What is surprising is that this is basically his first truly
Impressionistic work, and it preceded the Impressionist pieces that were composed by Claude
Debussy. This piece is a wonderful mixture of post-tonal harmonies and advanced pianistic
techniques that were used by composers such as Franz Liszt. Some of the distinctive elements of
this piece are the episodic character, the colorful use of dissonance, the wide use of arpeggios
containing seconds, rhythmic irregularities, and the use of chromatic runs and glissandi to further
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enhance the piece.108 Ravel even followed a straightforward ternary formal structure in this piece,
and he would use many splashing sonorities to evoke vivid images.109
Jeux d’eau opens up with an exposition section in the key of E major with some lovely,
high-pitched arpeggios built on the tonic and subdominant chords. Ravel uses an Emaj9 chord
that alternates with an Amaj 7 chord (see Figure 3.21). The IVM7 chord lands on the “and” of beats
2 and 4, resulting in a syncopated rhythmic feel. In measure 3, Ravel basically transposes the
idea of measure 1 up a perfect fourth (see Figure 3.22). He alternates an Amaj 7 chord with a
colorful D9(♯11) chord, rather than a regular Dmaj7 chord. This chord can be thought of as an E+add9
chord in the right hand with an Italian augmented sixth chord of scale degree 6 (C♯) in the left
hand. However, it is best to analyze this chord as some type of extended chord built on the note
D, as this would allow the measure to mirror what happens in measure 1 with the root of the
chord moving up a perfect fourth.

Figure 3.21: Jeux d’eau ~ excerpt from measure 1.
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Figure 3.22: Jeux d’eau ~ excerpt from measure 3.
Measure 4 ends with some parallel ♯11 chords that are moving down by minor thirds (see
Figure 3.23). If these chords are considered based on enharmonic spellings, they could be
analyzed as follows: B♭9♯11 – G9♯11 – E9♯11 – C♯♭9♯11. In measure 5, Ravel continues the falling
minor-third pattern from the previous measure by landing on a B♭9♯11 chord on the downbeat.
This chord alternates with the C♯♭9♯11 chord that is a minor third above it and appeared at the end
of measure 4. An interesting thing to note are the voicings that Ravel uses. In the right-hand
arpeggios shown in Figure 3.24, Ravel makes use of tritones with thirds (usually major) stacked
on top of the tritones. Note that some of these major thirds are enharmonic equivalents
(diminished fourths). This is a voicing that Ravel makes wide use of throughout the entire piece.

Figure 3.23: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 3–4.
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Measure 6 starts with the B♭9♯11 chord, and this is followed by two different whole-tone
scales played on top of some descending parallel dominant seventh chords. Ravel would treat
whole-tone sonorities differently than Debussy in the sense that he saw them as dissonant
harmonies that needed to be resolved. This would result in reworkings of traditional chord
progressions and cadences. For instance, measure 6 ends with a V9/V chord (substituting for a ii
chord) followed by an augmented sixth chord of scale degree 1 (E). The augmented sixth chord
is drawn from the whole-tone scale played above it, and it is functioning as a tritone substitution
for the V chord in E major (see Figure 3.24). This chord resolves to a Imaj 9 chord at the start of
measure 7, taking the listener back to the diatonic idea from the opening measure of the piece.
Ravel widely incorporated major seventh chords into his pieces, which is a sonority that Debussy
would normally avoid using.110

Figure 3.24: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 5–6.
Measures 7 and 8 are a repeat of the opening two measures of the piece, and this leads us
into the next section. Measures 9 and 10 include a C♯m7 chord (vi7) alternating with an F♯m7
chord (ii7). The last two beats of measure 10 can be viewed as a G♯7sus4 chord, with a D♯o implied
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in the left hand part by the A-natural that is heard as the lowest note. Because measure 11 begins
with an open fifth C♯5 chord, the previous measure sounds like a iv – V – i cadence in the key of
C♯ minor (see Figure 3.25), which is the relative minor of the main key of the piece. As a result,
the F♯m7 chord in measure 10 is used as a pivot in a common-chord modulation, where the chord
7

functions as a ii7 in E major, and a iv7 in C♯ minor. This chord is followed by a V 4 , which is a
colorful and unresolved dominant seventh chord in the new key.

Figure 3.25: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 9–10.
Although the first chord of measure 11 is a C♯5 chord, where the third of the chord is
absent, C♯ minor is implied as the new key because of the F♯m7 common-chord that was used in
the previous measure. The next several measures involve a wide usage of open fifth and open
fourth sonorities. In measure 11, the C♯5 is followed by a Dmaj7♯11. Measure 12 is a one-beat
measure of C♯5. Measures 13 and 14 feature parallel fifths in the left hand, with a C♯5 moving to
a B5, while D5 arpeggios are played in the right hand (see Figure 3.26). The use of these
D-naturals creates some distinct dissonances with the C♯s in the left hand, and they also imply
the use of the C♯-Phrygian mode. Measures 15–18 are basically just embellishments around a
C♯5 chord, and these measures exclusively use the notes of the C♯-minor pentatonic scale.
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Measure 18 ends with a quick flurry of notes that are based on the A-major pentatonic scale,
which takes us to the next part of the piece.

Figure 3.26: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 13.
A new melodic idea begins in measure 19, where the left hand plays the melody. An
Amaj9(add13) chord is implied in measures 19 and 20, and this section makes use of the notes that
belong to the bright sounding A-Lydian mode. The next three measures have the right hand take
over the melody by playing some open chords where a perfect fifth is stacked on top of a perfect
fourth. There is only one chord where the intervals are flipped. A 6, or F♯m7, harmonies are
implied in these three measures. Starting on beat 3 of measure 22, the first note of each beat is
part of a descending bass line that moves down the E-major scale. Measures 24 and 25 have D♯7
chords alternating with G7 chords (see Figure 3.27). The roots of these two chords are a
diminished fourth apart from each other; the result is an enharmonic chromatic mediant
relationship, where the D♯7 is enharmonic to E♭7. Measures 26–28 make use of a root-position
E♭maj7 chord, where the seventh of the chord is a common tone with the previously heard
chord, allowing for a smoother connection between the two (see Figure 3.28). This chord is
transformed to a third inversion seventh chord on the last beat of measure 28, creating a slight
unstableness.
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Figure 3.27: Jeux d’eau ~ excerpt from measure 24.

Figure 3.28: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 25–26.
Measures 29–30 introduce a new melodic idea, and these measures feature seventh
chords moving in parallel motion. This is essentially a real planing progression, as the chords
move from C♯7 to B7 to A 7 to G♯7 while some embellishment notes connect the chords together .
These chords give the sense of unresolved dominant seventh chords, as they do not resolve to
their respective tonics. Measure 31 picks up on the chord that measure 30 ended on (G♯7), and
this chord alternates with F♯7. In measure 32, the first three chords are G♯7, F♯7, and E7. Those
two measures involve seventh chords moving up or down by a whole step to get to the next
chord of the same quality. On beat three of measure 32, there is an E7 chord, and this is followed
by an A♯-major triad (see Figure 3.29). The roots of those two chords are in a tritone relationship
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with each other, creating a nice contrast in the music. These two chords continue to alternate in
measure 33.

Figure 3.29: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 31–32.
At the start of measure 34, there is an E7 chord that continues to build, and this ends up
resolving to a gust of notes that outline an A♯-major triad. This chord alternates with a G♯ ø7 in
measure 35. In measure 36, there is another build up, but this time on the G♯ø7 chord. This leads
to a gust of notes that outlines a G-major triad. This chord alternates with a B♯ø7 in measure 37.
This measure ends with a quick flurry of notes that outline an F♯ double harmonic scale (without
the seventh scale degree). The notes used come from the juxtaposition of two major triads (F♯
and G) a half step apart from one another (see Figure 3.30).

Figure 3.30: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 37.
Measure 38 is the start of the development section, which can be considered the most
hazy and mysterious sounding section of the entire piece. In this section, the function of each
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chord is more complicated to determine. This entire section makes wide usage of various
octatonic scales, also known as diminished scales. The first two measures of this section are
identical, and they involve a C♯7(♯11) alternating with a C♯ø7 chord (see Figure 3.31). These chords
have the same root but completely different qualities, and these chords come from the notes of
the C♯ octatonic scale based on the half step–whole step pattern. In the first two beats of measure
38, the notes used are C♯, D♮, E♯, F𝄪, G♯, and B♮, which are most of the notes of the C♯ octatonic
scale. Also good to note is that the start of measures 38 and 39 have a C♯ in the left hand and a
D♮ in the right hand, creating a very dissonant minor-ninth interval. This minor-second interval is
used quite a bit throughout the development section. Measure 39 is simply a repeat of measure
38, and measure 39 continues to play around with the C♯7(♯11) harmony.

Figure 3.31: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 38.
Measure 40 continues to make use of a C♯ octatonic scale, and there are some dissonant
augmented prime intervals heard in the left hand part (see Figure 3.32). In measures 41 and 42,
Ravel takes the ideas from measures 38–39 and shifts it up a perfect fourth, similar to what he
did with the opening measures of the piece. These measures involve an F♯7(♯11) and an F♯ø7
alternating with each other. These measures make use of the F♯ octatonic scale based on the half
step–whole step pattern.
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Figure 3.32: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 40.
In measure 43, the chord progression involves half-diminished seventh chords moving up
by minor thirds. The chord progression is F𝄪ø7 – A♯ø7 – C♯ø7. There is yet another chromatic scale
at the end of this measure. This is followed by a measure of alternating F𝄪ø7 and A♯ ø7 chords,
which in turn is followed by alternating A ø7 and Cø7 chords. The dynamics and tempo continue to
increase throughout these measures as the intensity rises. An important thing to keep in mind is
that every time a new half-diminished seventh chord appears in this section, a different octatonic
scale is used, even if it’s just for one beat.
Measures 46 and 47 are what lead to the climactic point of the piece. These two measures
feature a rising and repeating half-step pattern of half-diminished seventh chords in the left hand
(B♯ø7 – C♯ø7 – Dø7 – D♯ø7) with some chromatic arpeggios in the right hand (see Figure 3.33).
These measures feature three against four polyrhythms played at a very rapid tempo. In the left
hand, the arpeggios consist of a major third built on top of a tritone. This is a voicing that Ravel
continues to use as the piece continues; recall that this voicing appeared at the end of measure 4
(see Figure 3.24). Some of the arpeggios that are played by the right hand in these two measures
could be analyzed as F♯maj7, G+, G♯7, and A + (E♯m and F♯m are used at the end of measure 47).
Something interesting to note is that in the right-hand arpeggios, the third note of each four-note
grouping is creating a rising chromatic line of its own. To go further, this third-note line is
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moving with the lowest note of each three-note left-hand arpeggio grouping in parallel tritones
(see Figure 3.34), creating even more dissonance amidst all of the chromaticism that is occurring
in these measures. The combination of the different chromatic parts along with the fortissimo
dynamic and rapid tempo intensify the music to the ultimate splash and spray of the fountain in
measure 48.

Figure 3.33: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 46.
Measure 48 makes use of the F♯-major pentatonic scale, which is also known as the
black-key pentatonic scale. However, G♯ is heard as the central note here, so this would be
considered Mode 2 of the F♯-major pentatonic scale. The third beat of measure 48 features a
fortississimo tremolo using a cluster of notes that belong to the black-key pentatonic scale,
followed by a black-key glissando from the top of the piano to the bottom of the piano (see
Figure 3.34). The dynamic decreases to piano throughout measures 49 and 50, as the music
begins to calm down. G♯ is the central note in these measures. However, on the second beat of
measure 49, Ravel has an A♮0 played on the piano (see Figure 3.35). This is likely because it is
the lowest possible note on the grand piano, and it is only a half step above the note G♯. Also, at
that low of a register, the note will sound muddy anyway, so it does not stand out as a strikingly

70

undesired dissonance. Measure 50 features a repeating pattern in the left hand that makes use of
the black-key pentatonic collection, and this leads into the next section of the piece.

Figure 3.34: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 48.

Figure 3.35: Jeux d’eau ~ excerpt from measure 49.
Measures 51–61 make a wide use of open fourth and open fifth chords in the right hand,
while the left hand focuses on arpeggiated figures. In measures 51 and 52, the left hand has F♯
and D(7) chords played on top of a G♯ pedal point, while the right hand has open fourths and open
fifths moving in parallel motion (see Figure 3.36). Measure 53 continues to use the D7/G♯
harmony in the bass part while an augmented second interval (enharmonic to a minor third) is
heard in the same register, creating some muddiness (see Figure 3.37). Measure 54 has a G♯7/B♯
chord alternating with a D7/A chord (spelt enharmonically). These chords are in a tritone
relationship, creating a nice contrast that stands out. Measure 55 (see Figure 3.38) starts with
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some open fifths (F♯5) played under a D7 chord, and this is followed by a D-major triad and a
descending chromatic scale played on top of G♯s (and an A♮0 since a G♯0 is not available on the
piano).

Figure 3.36: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 51.

Figure 3.37: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 53–54.

Figure 3.38: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 55.
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Measures 56–59 repeat what happened in the previous 5 measures, but now it is
transposed a whole step up. However, the G♯ continues to be the lowest note heard in the left
hand arpeggios. Because there are several E7 chords that occur in this section, the G♯s sound
more consonant with the chords that are heard than they did in measures 51–55. In measure 58,
there is a false relation because there are two versions of the note D heard against each other on
the first and third beats (see Figure 3.39). Measure 60 features a lot of whole step movement (see
Figure 3.40), where the implied chord progression is F♯ – G♯ – A♯ – C – D – E. A♯ is
enharmonic to B♭, so this chord moving up to a C-major triad is a whole step. The first half of
measure 61 takes the previous measure and moves it up to a higher register, and this is followed
by a chord progression of parallel major triads. The second half of the measure has the chord
progression F♯ – G♯ – A (7) – B(7) played on top of a G♯ pedal point (see Figure 3.41). This is a
real planing progression, where the roots of the chords are based on the E-major scale. This
orients the listener’s ear to the key of E major, which is convenient because the next section is in
fact in E major.

Figure 3.39: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 57–58.
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Figure 3.40: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 60.

Figure 3.41: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 61.
Starting at measure 62, there is a restatement of the opening measures of the piece.
However, a G♯ is heard underneath everything going on, creating a darker sound and mood than
there was at the start of the piece (see Figure 3.42). In measure 64, the chords are Amaj 7/G♯ and
D9(♯11)/G♯. This means that the first chord is in third inversion, creating an unstableness, and the
second chord has the ♯11 as the lowest note heard, creating a strong dissonance with the chord
above it. Measures 65 and 66 remain on the Amaj 7/G♯ chord.
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Figure 3.42: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 62.
Measure 67 features quintuplets, where A-minor chords are arpeggiated on top of
D♯m(add11) chords with the fifth omitted. The left hand plays the notes F♯, D♯, and G♯, so it is
hard to analyze this as a full chord, but D♯m(add11) is a possible analysis. The root of this chord
and the Am arpeggios heard above it are in a tritone relationship with each other. The next two
measures feature septuplets that move down by a whole step every two beats. For example, the
first septuplet uses the same notes as the previous measure, where an A-minor triad is
arpeggiated on top of a D♯m(add11) arpeggio. This is followed by a B-major triad arpeggiated on
top of an F♯+ arpeggio. This pattern then shifts down by a whole step three times in succession
(see Figure 3.43). In measure 69, the septuplets continue, but a little bit differently. Now, there
are arpeggiated figures that fall by (enharmonic) minor thirds, or three half steps, for every
septuplet (see Figure 3.44). This is played on top of more versions of the left hand arpeggiated
part from the previous measure. The chord progression in the right hand is Cm – Am – F♯m –
E♭m – Cm – Am – F♯m – E♭m.

Figure 3.43: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 68.
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Figure 3.44: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 69.
Measures 70 and 71 involve a rhythmic pattern that is based around a C7(♯11)/F♯ harmony
(see Figure 3.45). Note how the F♯ is in a tritone relationship with the root of the C7(♯11) chord
played on top of it. This is followed by measure 72, which is basically a long, extended cadenza
of rapid septuplets, quintuplets, and thirty-second notes. The only harmony that occurs in this
dramatic flurry of notes is a C/F♯ polychord, where these two chords are in a tritone relationship
with each other (see Figure 3.46). The arpeggios start at the lowest register of the piano with a
pianississimo dynamic, and this grows into a fortississimo dynamic as the arpeggios move to the
highest register of the piano. As the measure continues, the arpeggios feature less notes, as it
moves from septuplet to quintuplet to thirty-second notes, and the dynamic moves to piano as the
music calms down.

Figure 3.45: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 70.
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Figure 3.46: Jeux d’eau ~ excerpt from measure 72 (cadenza).
Measures 73 and 74 are the start of the recapitulation, and these measures are a
restatement of measures 29 and 30, where there are unresolved dominant seventh chords moving
in parallel motion through a real planing progression. There are two differences between the first
occurrence of this idea and the second one. The first one begins on C♯7, while this one begins on
F7, and this one moves entirely by whole steps (see Figure 3.47), whereas the first one ends with
a chord movement by a half step (see Figure 3.48). Measures 75 and 76 are a variation of
measures 73 and 74, where chords are moving by whole steps in a real planing progression. The
main chord progression is B9 – E7 – A 9 – D7, and this repeats three times. This is followed by a
G13 chord, a Cmaj7 chord, and finally, an F♯9(♯11) chord. Note how the root of this final chord is in
a tritone relationship with the root of the chord before it. Measure 77 holds the B♯ (enharmonic
to C♮) from the previous measure, and this resolve to a B♮ in the left hand that is followed by a
flurry of notes based on the A-major pentatonic scale (see Figure 3.49). This propels the music to
the final section of the piece, which is in the key of E-major. As a result, the F♯ 9(♯11) is sort of
acting like a V9/V chord, and this resolves down a perfect fifth to the B-natural, which is the
dominant pitch in E major.
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Figure 3.47: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 73–74.

Figure 3.48: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 29–30.

Figure 3.49: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 75–77.
Measure 78 is the start of the final section of the piece. Measures 78 and 79 are a
restatement of measures 19 and 20, and it is in the same key as well. The only difference is that
the right hand arpeggios are moving twice as fast in the latter. Measures 19 and 20 use
sextuplets, while measures 78 and 79 use what can be called dodecuplets. An Amaj 9(13) chord is
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implied in these measures by the use of all of the notes that belong to the A Lydian and E Ionian
modes.
Measure 80 introduces a new melodic idea in the left hand while the right hand is playing
notes that belong to the A-major pentatonic scale (except for the note B which is not used until
the last beat of measure 81). There are Amaj 7 and F♯m7 chords played underneath an open fifth
A5 drone in the bass part (see Figure 3.50). This idea continues in measure 81, along with the
introduction of an E(add11)/G♯ introduced on the third beat of the measure. Measures 83 and 84 are
very similar to the previous two measures. In these measures (see Figure 3.51), there is an open
fifth E5 drone in the bass part, an important melodic idea played above it, and arpeggios played
on the very top that use the E-major pentatonic scale (except for the note F♯). This final section
includes some D♯s (scale degree 7 in E major), which add some more color and brightness to the
music while pentatonic arpeggios are heard at the top. Measure 84 restates the E5 drone, while
rising E-major pentatonic figures are heard on top of it. This leads to the final chord on the
downbeat of measure 85, which is an Emaj7 with the 7th at the very top, creating a final twinkle
to conclude the piece (see Figure 3.52).

Figure 3.50: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 80.
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Figure 3.51: Jeux d’eau ~ measure 82.

Figure 3.52: Jeux d’eau ~ measures 84–85.
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CONCLUSION

While every time period in music history is distinctive and unique in its own way, there is
something quite special about the period of Impressionism. This was the time when composers
began breaking away from the principles of tonal harmony that dominated Western music for a
few centuries, and this offered something fresh to the listeners. Not every piece of Impressionist
music is designed to be completely esoteric. However, these pieces do require the listener to have
an imaginative mindset to truly envision the colors and images that the composer was trying to
portray and depict.
As I have learned throughout the process of writing this thesis, analyzing post-tonal
pieces of music can prove to be a challenge at times. A lot of the analytical techniques that music
theorists often use are the ones that were used to analyze tonal pieces of music during the
“common practice period.” When it comes to harmonic analytical techniques, a lot of the focus is
on the key that a piece or a section of a piece is in along with an analysis of the harmonic
progressions that are taking place. However, this is difficult to do with many Impressionist pieces
of music. Often, post-tonal composers seek to obscure the sense of any key, and their harmonic
progressions are based more on sound and color rather than following a specific sequence. Also,
post-tonal composers like Debussy and Ravel made wide use of the various church modes and
synthetic scales. Because of this, theorists analyzing their music might have a sense of a central
tonic pitch, but they will have to look deeper to determine exactly what type of mode or scale is
being used while built on that pitch. When it came to analyzing La Cathédrale engloutie and
Jeux d’eau, there were times where it was possible to identify a specific key and harmonic
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progressions, but the majority of the harmonic analysis was on post-tonal techniques including
modes, synthetic scales, unusual chord progressions, chromatic chords, modulatory techniques,
and even enharmonic spellings.
I also learned that it is quite common for music theorists to have different interpretations
on how to best analyze something in a post-tonal piece of music. Many times, there are multiple
arguments to support one analysis over another. However, because these Impressionist
composers were thinking more in terms of sound and color, determining their harmonic
intentions in terms of a straight-forward analysis can pose to be difficult. This makes it fun and
keeps it interesting for music theorists because they might discover a way to analyze something
that they had not considered before. There isn’t necessarily a right and wrong answer when it
comes to analyzing parts of these pieces of music. The important thing is for there to be good
reasoning to support a particular analysis.
When someone analyzes a piece of post-tonal music, they will almost always end up
finding hidden musical ideas and themes that are scattered and reused several times throughout
the piece, even though these might not be obvious at first. For instance, in La Cathédrale
engloutie, Debussy makes use of a descending whole step line in a few sections, such as between
measures 13 and 14 (Figure 3.11) and between measures 40 and 45 (Figure 3.14). Another
example is in Jeux d’eau, where Ravel continuously makes use of the voicing of a tritone with a
major third on top throughout the piece, such as in measure 4 (Figure 3.23) and in measure 46
(Figure 3.33). It is remarkable how composers like Debussy and Ravel were able to take melodic
and harmonic ideas and reuse them multiple times in a composition without always being
apparent upon first listenings and inspections. This is one of the reasons that their music has
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stood the test of time. Musicians and listeners can return to the same piece many times and still
find something new every single time.
All in all, Impressionist music is a truly special and notable part of Western music.
Composers of this style really brought something fresh and revolutionary to the ears of listeners,
and they changed the way people went about listening to pieces of music. These composers also
paved the way for other styles and movements of music that would develop during the twentieth
century, including Expressionism, Neoclassicism, Serialism, and even jazz. The music of
Impressionist composers could also be considered a bridge between tonal music and atonal
music. Impressionist pieces were known for their use of non-functional harmony, extended
harmonies, non-diatonic harmonies, ambiguous tonalities, various modalities, parallel motion,
and evocative titles.
Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel are considered to be the two most renowned and
unparalleled composers of Impressionist music, and it is clear that they have left their mark on
music history as composer-painters. They both broke away from the traditional practices of
Western music and tonal harmony, and this allowed them to create something more innovative
and signature to themselves. Although they created compositions that diverged from the
traditional practices and principles of functional harmony, their compositions were still
accessible to the ears of listeners because they still had tinges of tonality to them. Claude
Debussy and Maurice Ravel had truly gifted minds when it came to composing, and the
harmonic approaches that they had are why they are considered to be the most distinguished
composers of Impressionist music.
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